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Elaborations on Thought Process and Practice
As a sculptor I use common building materials, rectilinear geometries and simple
machines as a rabatment1 to create objects that reference their own making. These
objects are a direct outcome of a life long fascination with industrial design, carpentry,
home construction and “how-to” books/videos. I am constantly looking, asking,
analyzing and learning how the built world is made. These creations are representations
of all of the actions, thoughts and planning that lead to their formation. In my own
practice every outcome leads to a new set of questions, a new set of problems to solve
and a deep desire to learn more about what is possible and a joyful uncertainty about
where I’ll end up next.
My latest body of work is a series of sculptures that are built to manipulate
cellulose insulation commonly found in attics and walls, a malleable material that
conforms to whatever force is acted upon it. The cellulose insulation is a substance
composed of old newspapers (along with other printed matter), which has been ground
up and rendered illegible. The action of forming disparate illegible information into
objects, which in turn, become read monolithically, is a statement on what it means to
know something. That is not to say that the audience should know that the material
being manipulated and presented to them is cellulose insulation but I am sharing
with you my conceptual rationale. When I’m working in the studio there is a constant
and ongoing dialogue between my hands and mind. Each piece, perhaps seemingly
didactic, is meant to be a sort-of vessel for experience. They are intended to be felt in
a guttural, “illegible knowing” kind-of way. I call them vessels because they are objects
that are designed to hold something: the transient, the fleeting, and the temporal in the
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same way that a cup holds liquid for consumption or evaporation.
There is an impulse – a natural human instinct – to understand the world through
touch. What does it (an object) feel like? This of course applies to both internal and
external feeling. When I interact with materials there is sort of tacit knowledge that
develops from this internal and external dialogue of feeling. There are aspects of my
interaction with materials, objects, and architecture that cannot be readily described but
are internalized in a profound way and known only by me.
These temporal vessels seek to be contemporary in their non-resolution:
a reflection of new societal understandings that “solutions” and “resolutions” are
impossible. Similarly, a digital file never truly reaches a “final” state. One can log onto
the computer and perpetually re-open, modify, and re-save until the file is lost in the
ether. The cellulose insulation, with its malleability, its ability to be re-constituted, and the
evaporation of its liquid binder, becomes a physical analog for a digital phenomenon.
The force of compression has become an important element in the work both physically
and conceptually. The turn of a clamp handle resonates as a sign of human intervention
and utility (a means to an ends) but also of impermanence. The clamp, an element of
the work, becomes a linchpin or the finger in the dyke. Once removed the piece falls
apart (See Figure 1).
Completed works are in a state of “becoming”: compressed paper pulp mixed
with paint, water, or other liquids, left to dry, oxidize and in some cases disintegrate. I
see each piece as a liminal vignette, a short look into a material transitioning between
states: wet to dry, decompressed to compressed, liquid to solid and so on. The work
I make and, I would argue all artwork, is time-based not only because perception and
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understanding shift throughout time but also because these objects change their states
of matter either over minutes or eons. The dripping of liquid in many of these pieces is a
timekeeper that points to this fact.

Figure 1. April 2015 Study for Untitled (Clamped Suspension).
See page # for more documentation. Image credit G. Schwab. 10 May 2015.
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The “slurry” is tested each time these machines/sculptures are setup for
exhibition. The works are experiments that produce phenomena and not designed to
be scientific or analytical. They are performative in a sense, leaving room for chance,
improvisation, and potentially failure. Being left to ooze or evaporate, no two drips are
ever exactly the same: mixtures and ratios of the material being manipulated (cellulose
insulation) change and evolve with each “performance” in an attempt to the expand the
realm of possibilities.
My work, aesthetically speaking, has a level of reductiveness that has carried
over from a very formal modernist education in graphic design, in particular, that of the
Basel School of Design, Switzerland (where many of my professors studied) which
relied heavily on the grid as a compositional tool and was very much aligned with the
great modernist tenet: “Form follows function.”.
The work also has superficial ties to minimalism, to Judd and Andre, among
others. However the heavy theory of the minimalists (or of minimalism) and other
modernist ideologies are provisional in my practice at best. The notion of “art for art’s
sake”, formalism, and medium specificity: these are concepts that have informed the
way I think about my work but are not in the forefront of my mind while working in the
studio. I am not sure that I can ever fully escape their influence on my practice and I am
constantly revising what they mean to me or if I truly believe them. I feel more closely
aligned with “process art” and “post-minimalist” ideals which link with my interests in
material, the malleability of rectilinear geometries and the handmade. Eve Hesse,
Robert Morris (the later work), Robert Smithson, these are my founding mothers and
fathers. Hesse discovered possibilities with, at the time, new industrial materials. Morris

Schwab 7

expanded the dialogue of minimalism into more flexible and pliable materials and forms
and Smithson integrated natural forces and materials into the broader “minimal” lexicon.
I am interested in expanding the vocabulary they’ve created.
The belief in the handmade and the emphasis on process is also closely
aligned with the studio craft movement following World War II in which “craftspeople”
referenced and expanded the vocabulary of the media they were dedicated to (clay,
metal, fiber, wood) but did not make functional/utilitarian objects. Being the grandson
of and long time studio assistant for William Daley – a studio ceramic artist and self
proclaimed “mud man” – has given me an opportunity to think about my fine art practice
in relationship to his aesthetic and conceptual concerns, as well as the studio crafts
movement in general.2 His influence and impact on my practice is perhaps the largest,
beyond formal art school education. (Although he taught for 40+ years where I went to
undergrad.) My work has been deeply influenced by techniques and methodologies that
he has created to keep his large, rectilinear unglazed stoneware vessels in the air while
working on them (See Figure 2). I developed an affinity for jigs and provisional tools not
only as a means to an end but as objects or installations that qualify as finished works
of art themselves.
The connection and influence of my practice to William Daley’s also links me to
ideals associated with the studio craft movement, though unlike the artists traditionally
associated with crafts, I favor the materials we use to build, maintain and renovate
homes. Part of this stems from a life long interest in building, designing, and renovating
homes as the son and nephew of architects (and eventually a professional contractor
and carpenter myself). My connection to the studio crafts movement is obviously not
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centered on “medium specificity” but does build on the desire to question the presumed
functionality of the objects we create.
The work I make is a direct reflection of analyzing and questioning how the
objects and the built environment around me functions. It helps extend my own
understanding of what is possible and in turn expands the cultural lexicon built by my
forefathers and mothers.

Figure 2. William Daley’s Guardian Vesica in process, supported by
wooden boards and clamps. Image credit C. Daley. 12 March 2005.
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Descriptions of Works Shown

Untitled (Traveling the Chain) 2015.
Traveling the Chain starts with a vessel, a rectilinear shadow box with an open
top and a plexiglass front. It is a volume that under ordinary “art” circumstances would
hold an image of some sort. Connected to the base of this shadow box is a small nozzle
and a length of chain. The base of the chain rests on a waterproofed concrete pad that
is cradled by a cubic plywood box. The sculpture is activated when I pour the goo (the
material) into the shadow box (the vessel). Over the course of four hours the grey goo
makes its way down the chain, puddling on the concrete pad and disappearing into the
plywood enclosure. Over time the goo dries and changes color, hardening and leaving a
residue trail of the path it traveled.
Untitled (Tracing the Drip) 2015.
Tracing the Drip is a sister piece to Traveling the Chain. Both pieces were
activated at the MFA exhibition opening and use similar goo recipes. In the case of
Tracing the Drip the “shadow box” has been turned on edge, embedded into the gallery
wall, and held upright by a single threaded rod. At the lowest point of the shadow box is
a nozzle, which is directly located above a PVC trough. As the goo drips from the nozzle
it lands in the trough and slides into a bucket for collection. Over a period of eight hours
the goo empties from the shadow box, eventually leaving an almost unnoticeable thread
of dried goo material which connects the trough to the nozzle. As the goo dries in the
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bucket, it begins to pucker and cling to the dangling re-bar counter weight which initially
kept the base of the sculpture (the bucket and trough) upright before it was filled with
goo.
Untitled (Revealing the Page) 2015.
Revealing the Page consists of a black sheet of drawing paper which has been
screwed to the wall. Goo is applied to the upper edge of the page and left to flow down
the page. As it dries it begins to loose it’s opacity leaving a transparent haze of striation
marks and trapped air bubbles. The goo takes roughly an hour to process down the wall
and onto the floor.
Untitled (Rectilinear Basin) 2015.
Rectilinear Basin is a concave rectangle built from plywood. The warped plane is
made following the same principles as boat building, which relies on long thin strips of
wood as a means to create a surface that bends in two axis. The wood is coated with a
clear pond lining and caulked with silicone. The concavity is then filled with water and
left to evaporate, which may take hours or days depending on the ambient humidity in
the room.
Untitled (Cinder Compression) 2015.
Cinder Compression relies on the weight of standard cinder block to compress
paper pulp (cellulose insulation). The pulp is mixed with water, aiding in its ability to
be compacted. The water from the pulp is pushed onto a eighteen inch square plate
of glass which has had the outer inch and half treated with hydrophobic spray. The
excess water is pushed off the edge of the glass and lands into a square PVC trough,
leaving a standing square puddle on the glass roughly fifteen inches across. During the
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opening the hydrophobic spray began to fail, allowing water underneath the leading
edge. The spray stayed intact and acted as a flexible membrane which kept the water
trapped between the glass and itself, expanding the puddle to eighteen inches square.
Over a twenty four hour period all of the standing water had evaporated and crystalline
structure had formed on the glass because of the interaction of the water with the
hydrophobic spray. Over a longer period of time the remaining water in the pulp itself will
evaporate, leaving a solid slab of material.
Untitled (Clamped Suspension) 2015.
Clamped Suspension when first installed weighs over three hundred pounds and
contains over thirty five gallons of water. It consists of two three quarter inch plywood
boards, forty inches square, with a thirty inch bar clamp threaded through the center. Six
inches of standing paper pulp (cellulose insulation) is compressed down to four inches
by the turning of the clamp. For additional support four threaded rods a quarter inch in
diameter were added to assist in the compression of the pulp. The slab of wet paper
pulp stays in place, resisting the shear force of gravity, through the compression of the
screw clamp and threaded rods. The plywood and paper pulp slab is hung using the
tension of steel braided cable which is attached to the handle of the clamp. This tension
creates a compressive force that transfers the weight of the slab through the length of
the bar clamp which, at its base, rests into a shallow groove carved into a plywood cleat
at the wall. To keep the forty inch slab level and plum five small lengths of re-bar were
added as counterweights to the top left hand corner. Without them the top right corner
would drop down an inch and a half. Over time the water in the pulp slowly evaporates,
creating a solid block of material. I estimate that this will take several weeks.
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End Notes
1 A compositional tool historically used in painting to help place objects/subjects within a rectilinear plan
See: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabatment_of_the_rectangle
2 View more of William Daley’s work at http://williamdaley.net
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Image List of Works Exhibited

Untitled (Tracing the Drip) 2015
Plywood, plexiglass, silicone, pvc, white goo.
91.5” x 22” x 15”

p. 14 - 15

Untitled (Traveling the Chain) 2015
Plywood, plexiglass, silicone, steel,
concrete, grey goo.
91.5 x 13” x 12”

p. 16 - 17

Untitled (Cinder Compression) 2015
Cinder block, cellulouse insullation, water,
glass, hydrophobic spray, pvc, plywood, steel.
28.5” x 24” x 24”

p. 18 - 19

Untitled (Clamped Suspension) 2015
Plywood, cellulouse insulation, water, steel.
41” x 40” x 28”

p. 20 - 21

Untitled (Rectilinear Basin) 2015
Plywood, epoxy, silicone, steel.
9.5” x 35.3” x 63”

p. 22 - 23

Untitled (Revealing the Page) 2015
Paper, screws, goo.
76.5” x 45” x 13”

p. 24 - 25

Additional video documentation for:
Untitled (Tracing the Drip) 2015
Untitled (Traveling the Chain) 2015
Please visit - https://vimeo.com/schwabgeo

Untitled (Tracing the Drip) 2015
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Untitled (Tracing the Drip) 2015
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Untitled (Traveling the Chain) 2015
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Untitled (Traveling the Chain) 2015
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Untitled (Cinder Compression) 2015
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Untitled (Cinder Compression) 2015
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Untitled (Clamped Suspension) 2015

Schwab 21

Untitled (Clamped Suspension) 2015
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Untitled (Rectilinear Basin) 2015
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Untitled (Rectilinear Basin) 2015
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Untitled (Revealing the Page) 2015
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Untitled (Revealing the Page) 2015
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